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1

My mother is a witch. What makes it worse is that she’s a bad witch. I don’t mean evil. She’s just bad at being a witch. Which is why we have to move. Again.

This time, it was to do with frogs. Mum needed a cup of frog slime for a weather spell. By then it had been raining for a week, which was making Gran’s hair frizzier than usual. But instead of making the rain stop, Mum accidentally turned the frogs into princes. I think she said, ‘a prince of powdered pumpkin seed’ instead of a pinch.

Mum had to contact the World Wide Web of Witches and Warlocks and they sent the entire Corrections Committee, who not only had to turn the princes back into frogs but also wipe the memories of anyone who had seen them. Which was a lot of people because the princes spent the whole time walking around the town in their frilly blouses and velvet knickerbockers, smiling and waving at everyone, as if they were on a royal tour.

The Chief Whip of the Corrections Committee is a warlock called Mr Pincer. He has an enormous bald head which makes him look a bit like a turnip. There is always a drip at the end of his nose, the tip of which is bright red. His eyes are so small, it’s impossible to tell what colour they are. He tells Mum in his high-pitched, whiny voice that he can’t be 100% certain that all the memories of all the people in the town were wiped clean of the frog princes.

‘Which means you have to move,’ Mr Pincer says, glaring at Mum. ‘Again.’

Mum spreads a map on the table, closes her eyes and puts her finger on a spot. It lands on a place called Rocky Hollow.
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I refuse to travel by broom anymore, after what happened last time. We ended up in Timbuktu, which is in the continent of Africa. There are hippopotamuses there and they don’t like to be disturbed in the middle of the night by a retired witch (Gran), a bad witch (Mum) and an ordinary girl (me) crash-landing into their watering hole.

But that’s a different story.

Mum rents a car and we drive along roads, like normal people.
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I sit in the front of the car beside Mum to remind her to stop when the traffic lights are red and to give her directions.

She doesn’t look like a witch exactly. Although yes, she does have long black hair and bright green eyes and she tends to cackle when she laughs. But she doesn’t have a green face or wear a pointy black hat or have a wart perched on the end of her nose. She doesn’t even have a cauldron. She makes her spells in a saucepan. She never cooks. Gran does the cooking. Vegetables and rice and beans mostly. When I asked her why we don’t eat burgers like the other kids, she said it’s impolite to eat animals.

[image: image]

‘How would you like it if a cow ate you?’ she said.

Gran is small enough to lie across the back seat. Her curly white hair is piled like a tower on top of her head.

Luna is sprawled across my lap, her paws dangling down each side of my legs. She used to be a ball of white fluff, able to fit into my hand. Then she discovered mice.

She doesn’t think it’s impolite to eat mice.

*  *  *

‘Are we there yet?’ Mum asks. 

‘Not yet,’ I say.

‘We’d be there by now if we were on the broom,’ she says.

‘We’d be in Timbuktu by now, you mean,’ I say. 

‘That was a glitch,’ she says. ‘I fixed it.’ 

That’s what she always says

[image: image]

Gran coughs and her false teeth fly out of her mouth. ‘Are we there yet?’ she shouts, sitting up and rubbing her eyes.

‘Not yet,’ I say. It’s going to be a long drive.
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We drive through the night and arrive in Rocky Hollow just as the sun is coming up. Mr Pincer has arranged for us to stay in a house on the edge of the village.

‘Keep you out of harm’s way,’ he said.

The house is on the top of a hill overlooking the sea. It is high and narrow and crooked. I bet the kids in the village call it the haunted house. Typical.

‘Home sweet home,’ says Mum.

‘Doesn’t look all that sweet to me,’ grumbles Gran.
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‘Come along, darlings,’ says Mum, picking her saucepan out of the boot and marching towards the front door.

Inside, the house is dark and draughty, with spiderwebs clinging to the stone walls and ceilings. A thick layer of dust covers the kitchen counters and there are mice droppings on the floor, which Luna is delighted to see.

‘We’ll soon have this place shipshape,’ declares Mum, clicking her fingers and grabbing at the broom that appears in front of her.

‘No!’ I shout.

‘No!’ screeches Gran. Mum glares at us.

‘I was only going to do a light cleaning spell,’ she says crossly. ‘That’s an easy-peasy one.’

‘It’s more than light cleaning this place needs,’ says Gran.

‘The last time you did a light cleaning spell, you turned Luna into a mop, remember?’ I remind her.

‘She did a great job with the floors as I recall,’ says Mum. I groan. 

‘Can you promise me something, Mum?’ I say. 

‘Anything, darling,’ she says. ‘Please don’t cast anymore spells.’ 

‘But, darling, I’m a witch!’

[image: image]
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My bedroom is at the top of a long, spiral staircase. Once I had caught all the spiders and put them in the barn and put the patchwork quilt Gran made me over the bed, it didn’t look too bad. And when I washed the grime off the small, round window above the brass bedstead, I could see the sea and it felt like I was in a boat, setting sail.

[image: image]

*  *  *

The next day is Monday, so I have to go to school. Being the new kid is tricky and I’m always the new kid. I have a strategy now. I keep my head down, don’t attract attention, make as little noise as possible.

A vital element of my strategy to blend in is not to allow Mum to walk me to school. Or from school. Or anywhere really. If I can keep Mum under wraps, I might just about get away with being a witch’s daughter.

The school is a large, redbrick building, set behind tall black railings with spikes as sharp as knives along the top.

I hoist my bag higher on my back and thrust my hands deep inside the pockets of my school coat. I feel something smooth and hard. I take it out. 

It’s a piece of elm bark. Mum planted an elm tree in a forest the day I was born. She rubs the bark between her hands when she’s incanting spells.

She says it’s for luck.

Not that she’s been all that lucky when it comes to spells.

Wrapped around the bark is a note.


Darling Wanda,

It’s time for you to have your very own piece of elm bark from your very own elm tree. Keep it safe and it might surprise you one day. Lots and lots of love, your adoring mother, Esmerelda xxx



Mum is always leaving me notes and lots of them don’t make sense, to be honest.

I stuff the note and the piece of bark back into my pocket.

*  *  *

The inside of the school smells like leftover dinner and furniture polish. Mr Pincer told me I would be in Miss Flint’s class. There was a glint in his eyes when he said that.

Miss Flint’s classroom is at the very end of a long, narrow corridor. There is an empty desk near the back of the classroom and I make my way there.

Behind me, the door bangs shut, making me jump. When I turn around, there is a woman standing behind the desk at the top of the classroom.

Miss Flint, I imagine.

Everything about her is long and thin; her body, her feet, her nose, her mouse-coloured hair. A grey suit jacket hangs off her bony shoulders. Her tweed skirt ends just above her sharp ankles and the heels of her black shoes are as sharp as needles. In her arms she holds a towering pile of copybooks which she dumps on her desk with a thud.

[image: image]

She puts on a pair of thick glasses which make her eyes suddenly enormous. ‘Why do I have a headache?’ she barks.

I am surprised to see hands shooting up. 

‘Margo,’ snaps Miss Flint, pointing with a long, thin finger at a girl with small, round glasses and black hair in a long plait that travels most of the way down her back. Margo stands up, blowing her long fringe out of her eyes.

‘A headache can be caused by chemical activity in your brain,’ she begins. Miss Flint rolls her eyes and points to a small, neat boy who is doing his best to hide behind his maths copybook.

‘Hugo?’ she says. ‘Can you enlighten the class?’ The boy lowers his copybook, his pale eyes wide with terror.

‘B-b-b-because you had to correct our stories and they’re all terrible?’ says the small boy in a small voice.

‘Did you say something?’ Miss Flint snaps at him.

‘I … I … I …’

The teacher rolls her eyes and points at another boy, with yellow hair like a haystack on top of his head. ‘You,’ she snarls.

‘Because you had to correct our stories and they’re all terrible?’ the boy says, in a loud voice. 

‘No need to shout, Ralph,’ the woman says. ‘Now hand these copybooks back. Immediately. I can’t bear to look at them for a moment longer.’ 

Ralph jumps up and lifts the pile of books, trying not to stagger under their weight.

The woman narrows her eyes. They are the same ditch-water grey as her jacket.

And they are staring right at me.
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‘Who are you?’ she barks. 

‘I’m Wanda,’ I say.

I wanted to change my name as soon as I was old enough to realise how witchy it sounded. Of course, Mum wouldn’t let me.

‘Wanda?’ Miss Flint’s nose wrinkles as if she’s just got a whiff of one of Luna’s farts. ‘Wanda What?’

‘Wanda Broom.’

‘What kind of a name is Wanda Broom?’ 

‘I … eh … it’s … my kind of name?’ 

‘Are you being cheeky?’

‘No!’ My face is brick red now and everyone is staring at me which makes it go redder.

‘Well, Wanda Broom,’ says Miss Flint with great distaste, ‘you should have had the good grace to introduce yourself to me when I arrived.’

‘I …’

‘So now you can introduce yourself to the whole class.’

‘Oh, no, really, I don’t …’

‘And when I say now, I mean RIGHT NOW!’ The tip of her narrow, pointy nose turns white. I stand up and the legs of my chair scrape against the floor.

‘Stand at the top of the classroom,’ says Miss Flint.

‘No, it’s fine, I prefer to …’

‘That was not a suggestion,’ says Miss Flint and now her voice is so low, it’s almost a whisper.

I walk to the top of the class. Miss Flint folds her arms tightly across her chest and everybody stares at me.

‘Uhm, my name is …’



[image: image]

‘Don’t start a sentence with uhm,’ snaps Miss Flint.

‘Oh. Okay. Sorry, I … eh, my name is …’ 

‘Or eh.’

I take a deep breath. Gran says deep breaths are a good way to gather your thoughts. She says it to Mum mostly, when Mum is in a flap. Usually after one of her spells has gone wrong.

‘My name is Wanda Broom,’ I manage to say.

Miss Flint rolls her eyes. ‘We’ve already established that,’ she barks. ‘Tell us something interesting about yourself.’

I shift from one foot to the other. My face is scorching hot now.

My tongue feels like someone’s tied a knot in it. I can’t think of a single thing to say.

‘If there’s nothing interesting about you, maybe you can tell us about your family,’ snaps Miss Flint. ‘What does your father do?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What do you mean, nothing?’ 

‘I mean … he’s … dead.’

‘Well,’ says Miss Flint, rolling her eyes. ‘Your mother then. What does she do?’

‘Nothing,’ I say quickly.

Miss Flint glares at me. ‘Is she dead too?’ 

‘No, miss,’ I say.

‘Well then,’ says Miss Flint, her voice shrill with annoyance. ‘What does she do? Nobody does nothing.’

There is a thunderous noise behind me. ‘Sorry, Miss Flint.’ A girl’s voice floats from the back of the classroom. The voice doesn’t sound one bit sorry. My books fell off the table.’ 

‘Really?’ Miss Flint says, moving with menace down the classroom.

‘Yes, miss, sorry, miss,’ says the girl, who stands up. She is small and skinny with brown skin and dark eyes. 

[image: image]

I don’t know what her hair is like because it’s tucked under an emerald-green headscarf.

‘Tanya Tariq,’ says Miss Flint, casting a long, narrow shadow across the girl’s desk. ‘I thought I told you that if you must wear a headscarf, it should be the same colour as the school uniform.’

‘Yes, miss, sorry, miss,’ says the girl. As she bends to pick her books up off the floor, she catches my eye and, I’m pretty sure, winks at me. She bends further down and all I can see is the curve of her back and it is shaking.

She can’t be laughing. 

Can she?

Not with Miss Flint standing right in front of her. 

‘One hundred lines for tomorrow, Tanya,’ says Miss Flint. ‘I shall endeavour not to be so clumsy in future.’

‘Yes, Miss Flint,’ says Tanya, in a bright, carefree voice. Miss Flint’s hands curl into tight fists.

Tanya stands up with her books in a crooked stack in her arms. I worry that they’re going to fall again but she lunges towards her desk and gets most of them onto it.

Apart from one. A heavy dictionary. It falls and lands on Miss Flint’s foot.

‘Aghhhhhhh,’ Miss Flint shrieks.

‘Sorry, Miss Flint,’ says Tanya. ‘I’m such a butterfingers.’

‘Another hundred lines,’ screeches Miss Flint.

When Miss Flint finally makes it back to the top of the classroom, she glares at me. ‘What are you standing there for?’ she snaps. ‘Get back to your desk.’

Tanya catches my eye as I scurry to my desk. She grins at me.

In spite of all my plans and strategies to keep my head down and not attract attention, I grin back. I can’t help it.
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Back home, everything is in disarray.

Mum used a spell to unpack our stuff. Now, there are cabbages in the bath and toothpaste in the fridge, Gran’s frilly white nightdress is on the coat stand in the hall and Mum’s hairbrush is sticking out of the cuckoo clock in the kitchen.

But that’s not the problem.

The problem is the letter Mum received this morning in the post.

An official letter.

From the Corrections Committee of the World Wide Web of Witches and Warlocks.
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Dear Ms Esmerelda Broom,

 

It is my solemn duty to inform you that, following the recent incident which necessitated not one, not two, not three, not four but FIVE members of the Corrections Committee to remedy, it has been decided that you must undergo an assessment examination to take place on the night of the next full moon at midnight.

For your convenience this examination will take place at Rocky Hollow. In the unlikely event that you pass this assessment, no further action will be taken.

However, if you fail, you will be obliged to hand over your witch’s hat and broom and cease all witch-like operations, with immediate effect. Failure to do so will result in you being imprisoned and / or banished. Yours sincerely,

[image: image]

Mr Pincer

Chief Whip

Corrections Committee

World Wide Web of Witches and Warlocks



Gran is boiling mad. She is shaking with so much rage, the tower of white curls on her head looks like it might topple at any minute.

Mum is unusually quiet.

‘And he’s just so dramatic,’ Gran rages on. ‘I mean, come on, the night of the next full moon at midnight. Why can’t he say the date, like everyone else? And could he not conduct the assessment at a more reasonable hour?’

Mum leans against me and a sob escapes her lips. 

‘Don’t cry, Mum,’ I say.

‘I’m a terrible witch,’ Mum wails through her tears. ‘I get hot and bothered and confused and everything ends up upside down and inside out and back to front and …’

‘But maybe you might pass the exam,’ I say. 

She looks at me, her eyes even greener than usual, filled with tears and hope. ‘Do you really think I could?’ she asks. It’s hard to know what to say.

‘You never know, do you?’ I finally manage.

I feel bad. Because there is a part of me – a not insignificant part – that wants Mum to fail the exam.

That wants her to be an ordinary mum. 

Not a witch at all.
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In school the next day, Tanya sits beside me. During PE class in the hall, she picks me to be on her dodgeball team and at lunchtime, she unscrews the lid of her flask and pours her vegetable noodle soup into two cups. She hands me one.

I look in my lunchbox. ‘I don’t suppose you’d like some seaweed salad?’ I ask her. Gran collected a bucket of seaweed on the beach last night. She says it’s good for you.

‘Is it nice?’ Tanya asks, poking cautiously at the limp strands of seaweed with a bread roll.

‘No,’ I say.

Which makes her laugh. 

Which makes me laugh.

‘Stop that noise this instant,’ snaps Miss Flint as she strides past us on her way to the staffroom.

*  *  *

After lunch, Miss Flint scrapes her fingernails down the board to get our attention. Her nails are long and thick and yellow and make a rasping, screeching sound.
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When she stops, she sits at her desk and glares at us over the top of her thick glasses. Then she does something strange. She smiles.

‘I have a surprise for you,’ she says. 

Nobody cheers or even smiles.

‘It’s time for a class project,’ she says. 

Nobody groans or even wails.

‘A very interesting class project,’ adds Miss Flint. 

Nobody nods or even moves.

Miss Flint leaves the room and returns with a wheelbarrow. Inside is a gigantic cactus. It is pale green and hairy with long, lethal thorns sticking out of its thick body.

‘This is a very rare sickle-pickle cactus,’ she says, gazing at the prickly plant. ‘I keep him at my house. Isn’t he beautiful?’

‘Yes, Miss Flint,’ my classmates say in unison.

She drags her gaze away from the plant and glares at us. ‘You can work in pairs and I want twenty pages on the lifecycle of a cactus – NO PICTURES! – by next Friday, do I make myself understood?’

‘Yes, Miss Flint,’ choruses the class.

After school, Tanya asks me to be her partner for the project.
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‘I don’t know anything about cactuses,’ I say. 

Tanya shrugs. ‘Me neither.’

‘I’m not used to working with somebody else,’ I say.

‘You’re smart, you’ll get the hang of it,’ says Tanya, grinning.

‘But …’

But Tanya has already gone, waving at me as she skips through the school gates.
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‘Do you want rice and beans?’ asks Gran at dinnertime.

‘Is there anything else?’ I ask.

‘Beans and rice,’ says Gran, her wide grin exposing all of her false teeth.

‘Funny,’ I say, carrying a bowl of salad to the table.

‘Anything interesting happen at school today?’ Mum asks, pouring glasses of rosewater for everyone.

‘No,’ I say.

‘I’m glad they didn’t make witches go to ordinary school in my day,’ says Gran. ‘It seems dreadfully boring. All those sums. And spellings. Ugh.’

I insist on doing the dishes after dinner. If I don’t, Mum will attempt her Spic ’n’ Span Spell. The last time she did that, the kitchen flooded with suds and Luna was burping bubbles for weeks afterwards.

‘But I need to practise my spellwork,’ she moans when I tell her I don’t need her ‘help’.

[image: image]

‘Why don’t you practise in the barn?’ suggests Gran, opening the back door and steering Mum outside.
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‘There’s plenty of room out there.’

Mum pulls a wand out of her sock. It is shorter than the good ones she keeps under her bed in an ancient suitcase. It is made of black alder, the dark grey wood knotted now and not as straight as it used to be. She shakes it. A small, bright light glows at the tip of it, guiding her through the dark to the barn at the bottom of the garden. Gran closes the door and leans against it with her eyes closed, sighing.
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‘You don’t think she’s going to pass the assessment, do you?’ I ask her.

Gran’s eyes fly open and she straightens, making herself as tall as she can which, even with her hair in a stack on top of her head, isn’t very tall. ‘Of course I do,’ she says.

We both jump as we hear a loud clatter.

Followed by several louder clatters. Loud enough to make the crockery on the shelves rattle and shudder.

The noise is coming from the garden. 

Gran flings open the back door.

On the roof of the barn are goats. Twenty or more. Baby ones. The clattering is the sound of their hooves as they run from one side of the roof to the other, trying to work out how to get down, bleating all the while.

The noise is tremendous.

Now I see Mum, silhouetted against the ghostly light of the half-moon, astride her broom and heading our way. As she flies closer, I hear her whooping, one arm raised in a victory salute. ‘I did it,’ she shouts.

There’s a loud clatter and Mum lands in a haystack.

All I can see of her is the pointed tip of her hat. Me and Gran rush over and yank her out. Mum gets to her feet, spitting bits of hay out of her mouth.

‘My landings are definitely improving, aren’t they?’ she says when she gets her breath back. ‘Did the scarecrows arrive yet?’

‘Do you mean goats?’ I ask. 

‘Goats?’ says Mum.

I point at the roof of the barn and Mum turns to look.

‘What on earth have you done, Esmerelda?’ says
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Gran in her cross voice.

‘Nothing I can’t fix I’m sure,’ says Mum brightly. ‘I must have done a transition spell on the scarecrows by accident on the way back from Garvey’s farm. Which is great news really. Since I might be asked to do that spell at the assessment.’

‘You stole scarecrows from a farm?’ roars Gran.

‘I only borrowed them,’ says Mum. 

‘But why?’ I ask.

‘Well,’ says Mum, pulling a tangle of hay out of her hair. ‘They’re really good for practising spells on.’

‘Except now they’re goats,’ says Gran grimly. 

‘Baby goats,’ says Mum, clasping her hands together and gazing at the barn roof. ‘Aren’t they adorable?’

‘We have to return them before anyone notices they’re missing,’ I say, worried.

‘But first you have to change them back into scarecrows,’ says Gran.

‘About that …’ says Mum slowly.

‘Esmerelda?’ says Gran, putting her hands on her hips and staring at Mum.

‘It’s just …’ Mum begins. ‘The thing is …’

Turns out that it’s easy to turn scarecrows into goats. Turning them back into scarecrows is a little trickier.
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At school the next morning, Ralph is telling anyone who’ll listen about the break-in at his farm last night.

‘What did they steal?’ asks Hugo, carefully arranging his pencils in a neat row along the top of his desk.

‘Scarecrows,’ says Ralph. ‘Twenty of them,’ he goes on, his voice getting louder.

Hugo’s eyes widen until they look like they’re about to pop out of his head.

‘What would anyone want to steal scarecrows for?’ asks Margo, dragging her eyes away from the chemistry book she had been reading and lifting her fringe up to peer at Ralph.

‘Well, they’re really lifelike,’ says Ralph. ‘My father is calling the police. It’ll be a big investigation.’

‘I think I hear the sirens now,’ says Tanya, running around the classroom with her arms outstretched and doing an impressive siren wail.

‘Tanya Tariq, stop that racket this instant.’ It’s Miss Flint, standing in the doorway with her arms folded tight across her chest and a disgusted expression sliding down her face.

‘Yes, miss, sorry, miss,’ says Tanya, standing as still as a scarecrow, her arms poking out from her body.

‘Put your arms down, silly girl,’ says Miss Flint.

She inserts herself behind her desk. ‘Maths test,’ she barks. ‘Quadratic equations.’

Margo raises her hand.

‘What is it, Margo?’ says Miss Flint, sighing. 

‘We haven’t done quadratic equations yet,’ says Margo.

‘What’s your point?’ says Miss Flint.

‘Well …’ says Margo, trailing off.

‘Right then,’ says Miss Flint, snapping open her briefcase and pulling a sheaf of papers out. ‘Question one.’

By the time Miss Flint gets to question eighty-nine, the fingers holding my pencil ache and my brain feels like Gran’s been at it with a potato masher.

‘Pssst.’

It’s Tanya, her hand cupped across her mouth so Miss Flint can’t see her lips moving.

‘Do you know the answer to question thirty-five?’

I shake my head. 

‘Question ten?’ 

Another shake.

‘Nineteen? Sixty-six? Thirty-two? Five? Eleven?’

I keep shaking my head and now my shoulders are shaking too as I try not to laugh.

‘Is somebody whispering?’ barks Miss Flint from the top of the class. She moves with great deliberation down the length of the classroom. When she gets to my desk she stops.

I pretend to be working out a quadratic equation even though I wouldn’t know one if it flew up to me on a broomstick.

‘Wanda Broom,’ says Miss Flint with a sickly sort of a smile nailed onto her face. ‘Did you dare whisper in my class? During a test no less?’ A deathly silence falls across the classroom like a freezing sea fog.

‘No, Miss Flint,’ I say because, technically, I wasn’t whispering. I was being whispered to.
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‘Liar,’ shrieks Miss Flint, thrusting one of her skeletal fingers towards my face, the razor-sharp point of her fingernail barely a centimetre from my nose.

‘No, Miss Flint, I …’

Miss Flint ignores me. ‘I will need to see your parents in my office.’

‘Please, Miss Flint, I …’ I say, desperate. 

‘Oh I forgot,’ says Miss Flint, ‘Your father is dead. I suppose your mother will have to do then. I’m sure she has time to attend this meeting? Since she does NOTHING.’ She sweeps back to her desk and I slump behind mine.

Miss Flint only has to spend five minutes in a room with Mum before she will realise that there is something very different about her.

Another five minutes and she’ll know for sure that Mum is a witch.



10

Mum is in the garden feeding the kid goats sugar lumps when I arrive home.

‘Why are they still here?’ I ask. 
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‘Well, I haven’t quite worked out how to change them back into scarecrows,’ says Mum. ‘I mean, I will. 
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Soon. But in the meantime, it’s nice having babies about the place, isn’t it?’

Now she’s inspecting my face carefully. ‘Something’s happened,’ she declares after a bit.
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‘Nothing’s happened,’ I say.

‘A problem shared is a problem halved,’ she says, tucking my hair behind my ears.

I untuck it.

‘It’s not a problem, exactly,’ I begin, even though it is. ‘It’s just … Miss Flint wants to see you in her office after school tomorrow.’

‘Oh, how wonderful,’ says Mum. ‘I love meeting new people.’

‘Miss Flint doesn’t want to be your friend,’ I try to explain to Mum. ‘She’s … well, I don’t think she wants to be anybody’s friend.’

‘Why ever not?’ asks Mum.

‘The thing is, Mum … Miss Flint wants to see you because I got into trouble at school.’

‘Nonsense,’ says Mum. ‘You never get into trouble. Miss Flint must be mistaken.’

‘No, she’s not, she’s …’

‘Don’t you worry, darling,’ says Mum, handing me a sugar lump. ‘I’ll sort everything out with Miss Flint, okay?’

This meeting is going to be more of a disaster than even I can imagine.
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I begged Mum to dress like the other mothers for the meeting with Miss Flint but she arrives at school the next day in a bright orange T-shirt and yellow shorts with red and green spotted tights.

‘I can’t wait to meet your headmistress, Wanda darling,’ says Mum, wrapping her arms around me in an enormous bear hug.

‘Follow me,’ I say, when she finally releases me. I trudge down the corridor to the office.

‘Come in,’ Miss Flint barks, when I knock on the door. Mum flings open the door and rushes inside.

There is a large, oak desk in Miss Flint’s office behind which she sits ramrod straight. She is wearing a cream blouse, buttoned right up to the top of her long, narrow neck, a grey tweed skirt down to her shins, woolly flesh-coloured tights and black shoes. She looks Mum up and down with a creased look of distaste on her face, like she has just eaten a mouthful of Gran’s Brussels-sprout-and-celery meringue.

‘Your office is very … neat,’ says Mum, sitting down on one of the hard, plastic chairs on the other side of the desk, even though Miss Flint hasn’t instructed her to.

‘It’s nice of you to invite me over,’ Mum continues cheerfully. ‘I presume you want to talk all about Wanda and how well she’s settling in?’ Miss Flint narrows her eyes.

‘It’s Wanda’s behaviour I wish to discuss with you,’ Miss Flint says.

‘Oh yes,’ says Mum. ‘Isn’t she a darling? Always so helpful and cooperative. Why, the other day, when I was collecting magpie feathers for—’

‘Mum,’ I say, putting a warning hand on her arm.

‘What on earth do you do with … magpie feathers?’ Miss Flint can’t help asking.

‘Well, it’s an essential ingredient in—’ 

‘It’s for a hat,’ I blurt out before Mum tells Miss Flint about the flying spell she is practising for the assessment.

It’s an intermediate spell and so far, all Mum has managed to do is suspend Luna ten centimetres above the ground for about six seconds.

Mum looks at me as if I’m the one who’s mad. Then she seems to remember where she is. ‘Oh … yes,’ she says. ‘It’s for a hat I’m making. I love hats. Do you?’

‘No, of course I don’t like hats. Why on earth would I?’

Mum considers the question. ‘Well,’ she begins, sitting forward in her chair,’ They can really set off an outfit you know, and …’

‘Wanda’s attitude in class is what we need to discuss, Mrs Broom.’

‘It’s Miss, actually,’ says Mum. ‘But you can call me Esmerelda,’ she adds cheerfully. ‘And I know what you’re going to say about Wanda. She can be a little quiet and shy.’ Mum smiles at me and puts her hand on my arm, squeezes it gently. ‘But I’m confident that you’ll make every effort to encourage her, Miss Flint.’ The legs of Miss Flint’s chair screech against the floorboards as she stands up.

Mum winces and presses her hands against her ears.

‘Wanda has told lies in class and been cheeky to me,’ says Miss Flint. She glares at Mum, who takes her hands down from her ears.

‘Sorry?’ Mum says. ‘I didn’t quite hear what you said there.’

Miss Flint repeats what she said in a high, tight voice.

‘Well, I find that difficult to believe,’ says Mum, shaking her head.

‘Are you calling me a liar?’ says Miss Flint, leaning across the desk at Mum as if she’s about to give her one hundred lines.

‘Not at all,’ says Mum cheerfully. ‘I just think you’re mistaken. Don’t worry about it, people make mistakes all the time. And I should know, I’ve made my fair share.’ Mum does her cackle laugh then, throwing her head back so that her hair tumbles almost down to her waist.

Miss Flint does not laugh. Instead, she says, ‘And then there’s the no-small matter of Tanya Tariq. She has always been a troublemaker and is having a bad influence on your daughter.’

‘Tanya Tariq?’ says Mum, leaning forward. ‘Is she … a friend of Wanda’s?’

‘Well, I suppose you might call her that,’ admits Miss Flint, wrinkling her nose as if she can smell sour milk. ‘But I feel …’

‘You made a friend, Wanda,’ Mum says, looking at me with a wide smile. ‘Why, that’s wonderful.’ She jumps up. ‘I should very much like to meet this Tanya Tariq,’ she declares. She stretches her arm out and grabs Miss Flint’s hand, pumps it up and down. ‘Thank you so much for having us over, Miss Flint,’ she says. ‘I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you are so interested in Wanda’s wellbeing, I really can’t.’ She releases Miss Flint’s hand which drops down by her side, as if exhausted. Miss Flint’s thin mouth is a small circle.
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Of shock.

Or horror.

Or both.

I scramble off the chair and follow Mum out the door before Miss Flint can say whatever it is she is trying to say.

‘I’ll meet you at the school gates,’ says Mum, rushing ahead. ‘Make sure you bring Tanya Tariq so you can introduce me.’

‘But, Mum, I …’

There’s no point finishing my sentence because Mum has already reached the top of the corridor and disappeared.
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The best way to ensure that none of my friends meet Mum is to have no friends. Friends are not a good idea. Friends are people who think you’re weird if you don’t invite them to your house every once in a while. Then they tell other people that you’re weird. Then pretty much everyone thinks you’re weird. Having no friends has worked really well.

Until now.

‘Cooo-eeee, Wanda darling,’ Mum calls loudly when she sees me emerging from the front door of the school. She is sitting on her penny-farthing bicycle with its gigantic front wheel and minuscule back wheel, smiling at the other mothers who stare at her.
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‘Is that your mother?’ asks Tanya, catching up with me and pointing to Mum, who is now on the ground, jumping up and down on the spot and waving her arms over her head like a windmill.

‘Yes,’ I say.

‘She looks cool,’ says Tanya, reaching her arms above her head and waving back at Mum.

‘I can walk home by myself,’ I hiss at Mum when I reach her.

‘This must be your new friend,’ Mum says, smiling at Tanya.

‘Tanya Tariq, at your service,’ Tanya says, with her enormous grin.

‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Tanya Tariq,’ says Mum, performing an exaggerated bow. The two of them crack up laughing.
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‘We should go now, Mum,’ I say, tapping her on the arm. ‘I have a lot of homework.’

‘Tanya can come over and do her homework with you, if you’d like?’ says Mum. 

‘Yeah, me and Wanda are working on a class project togeth—’ Tanya begins.

‘NO!’ I shout. ‘I mean, I can’t concentrate if there’s someone else there.’

‘Dinner then,’ says Mum firmly. ‘Why don’t you invite Tanya over for dinner later?’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ I say. 

‘Why not?’ says Tanya.

‘We live quite far out of the village,’ I say. 

‘I’ll ask my mum to drop me over,’ says Tanya. 

‘We’re vegetarians,’ I say, desperation written all over my face.

‘Don’t worry,’ says Tanya. ‘I’m one of those weird kids who eats everything. Apart from cheese. I hate cheese.’

‘That’s sorted then,’ says Mum, taking my schoolbag off my back and hanging it on the handlebars of her bicycle. ‘We’ll see you at six, Tanya.’
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Tanya arrives on the dot of six o’clock. ‘You never said you had goats,’ she says when I open the door.

‘We don’t,’ I say. ‘I mean, it’s just temporary.’ 

Tanya has brought a bunch of flowers for Mum. 

‘Oh, I can make a love potion with these roses,’ says Mum.

‘A love potion?’ says Tanya.

‘She means lovely. A lovely lotion,’ I say. Mum is now flicking through an enormous leather-bound book that clearly says ‘SPELLWORK’ in bright gold stitching on the cover.

‘Oh,’ says Tanya. ‘I was sure she said …’

‘Do you want to see my bedroom?’ I say, racing up the stairs as fast as I can. I think that’s what kids do when they have their friends over. They bring them to their bedroom to hang out.

‘Sure,’ says Tanya, running after me. She catches up with me on the first floor and races me up the spiral staircase to my room.

*  *  *

At dinner, I have a thought and it’s a good thought.

I think things are going well. 

Things seem ordinary.

I am just an ordinary kid with an ordinary mother and an ordinary grandmother who happens to have an ordinary friend home from school for an ordinary dinner.

That’s where I went wrong. Because just as soon as I have that thought, it’s all downhill from there.

In the dining room, Tanya tells Gran that she loves the courgette and cucumber pie we’re having and I think she really does because she eats it, then wonders if she might have some more.

She even does a good job of pretending to like the beetroot ice cream for dessert.

Then, Mum asks Tanya and me if we’d like some of Gran’s elderflower cordial. She pours us a glass each from a bottle she takes from the dresser. I take a sip of mine but Tanya drinks all of hers, gulping it down. She smacks her lips together when she’s finished. ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘I was very thirsty. Except her voice doesn’t sound like her voice anymore. It is much quieter than before. High-pitched. More of a squeak than a voice.
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Next thing you know, whiskers begin to push out of her skin, at either side of her nose. They twitch.
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Tanya gets smaller and smaller. She looks surprised rather than afraid. As she shrinks, pale grey fur, soft as cotton, blossoms across her face.
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Tanya’s ears, which had been small and neat, are now big and round and sticking out from the top of her head.

She keeps getting smaller.

Now I notice a tail, long and thin, quivering in the air as it curls around her tiny furry body.

The whole process takes less than a minute during which me, Mum and Gran can do nothing but stare while Tanya stares back at us with eyes that are now tiny pinpricks in her furry face.
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There is no doubt about it.

Tanya is a mouse.
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The first thing that happens after that is that Mum starts screaming. Which makes Tanya leap off the table in fright. She lands on all fours on the floor, then scurries under the table where Luna is lying, licking the remains of some beetroot ice cream off the ends of her whiskers. Tanya skids against Luna’s belly, her tiny amber eyes staring into Luna’s enormous golden green ones. It takes both of them a moment to realise what is what and who is who.

Tanya is a mouse. 

And Luna is a cat.

‘Luna, no,’ I scream as Tanya picks herself up and races out from under the table, across the floor and into the kitchen.

Luna gives chase. I lunge at her, throwing myself at the floor with my hands outstretched, but she is too quick for me.

Gran is roaring at Luna – ‘Don’t you dare eat that mouse, it’s most impolite!’ – while Mum continues screeching.

‘Mum,’ I shout. ‘Do something.’

She stops and stares at me. ‘Like what?’

‘Reverse the spell.’

‘It wasn’t a spell,’ she says. ‘It was a potion I made.’
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‘Why on earth did you make a potion that would turn people into mice?’ asks Gran.

‘I didn’t think it would actually work,’ wails Mum. ‘It was in the same type of bottle as the elderflower cordial. And it looked exactly the same, that lovely pale lemon hue, with strands of …’

‘MUM,’ I shout at her and she looks at me, confused.

‘Yes, darling?’

‘Can you reverse the potion or the spell or whatever it is that has turned Tanya – my FRIEND – into a MOUSE?’

‘Well, there’s really no need to shout like that, darling,’ says Mum, looking wounded. ‘As you very well know, it was an accident and could happen to anyone.’

‘Unless you want another visit from Pincer and the Corrections Committee,’ says Gran darkly, ‘you’d better come up with a plan double quick.’

‘Why is it always me who has to solve everything?’ Mum wails.

In the kitchen, there is no sign of Tanya. Luna is frantically trying to squash herself through a tiny hole at the bottom of the cupboard under the sink. The gap might be big enough for a desperate mouse to run through but not for a cat. Luna howls as she scrabbles at the gap with her front paws. I lift her, hissing and spitting, and haul her upstairs where I manage to get her into the airing cupboard and shut the door.

I dash down the stairs, return to the kitchen. I kneel at the gap under the cupboard.

‘Tanya?’ I use a quieter voice than usual, to match Tanya’s much diminished size. ‘Tanya, I’m … sorry, I didn’t mean for anything bad to happen to you. Please come back and I’ll sort everything out.’

I don’t know if that’s true. But I’ve got to try. 

There is a draught of air coming out of the gap. Damp, cold air. I press my ear against the hole. All I can hear is … nothing.
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I open the cupboard door and see a pipe at the back that goes through the wall and out to Gran’s vegetable patch at the side of the house.

I run outside. ‘Tanya,’ I call again. 

Nothing.

Mum and Gran rush outside, both panting. ‘Any sign of her?’ they ask me. I shake my head.

‘Even if we do find her,’ I say, ‘How are we going to turn her back? Into a girl I mean?’

‘Don’t you worry,’ says Mum, ‘I have that all figured out.’ She tips the side of her nose with her fingers and winks at me. 

‘Really?’ says Gran.

‘There’s no need to take that tone with me,’ sniffs Mum.

From inside the house comes a sound. A crashing sound, like something heavy falling to the floor. I charge inside. The noise is coming from upstairs.

*  *  *

In my bedroom, a pile of schoolbooks has toppled over and there are books strewn all over the floor.
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Tanya has been here.

I get down on my hunkers. ‘Tanya,’ I whisper.

The noise is faint at first. A gentle pitter-patter of teeny-tiny claws. It sounds like a mouse. A moving mouse. But moving where? The sound is coming from the jewellery box Gran made out of periwinkle shells. I pick it up and press my ear against it. There is no sound coming from it. I set it on the desk and slowly, slowly, ever so slowly, lift the lid.



16

Inside, crouched in a tight ball in a corner beside a coil of necklace, is Tanya.

She is as quiet as … well, a mouse.

I reach my hand inside and gently scoop her into my palm, curl my fingers around her tiny body, careful not to squeeze.

‘Tanya,’ I whisper, bending my head towards her. She responds by shivering and I feel the ripple of her soft fur against my fingers. ‘Don’t worry, Tanya,’ I say. ‘I’ll have you back to yourself in no time at all.’ I sound more confident than I feel.

I race down the stairs. ‘I found her,’ I call to Mum, who is standing in the hallway. ‘You have to turn her back into a girl before her mother arrives to pick her up in …’ I check my watch. ‘Ten minutes.’

‘Ten minutes?’ Mum shrieks and I feel Tanya jump against my fingers.

In the kitchen, Mum takes her piece of elm bark out of her pocket and rubs it between her hands. Then she opens her SPELLWORK book and leafs furiously through it. ‘Let me see, let me see,’ she says. ‘Ah yes, here it is, Transformation-in-a-Trice. Oh dear, it’s an advanced spell. Still, I’m sure I’ll be able to do it. And if not, well, being a mouse isn’t so bad, is it? We have lots of cheese and …’

‘Mum,’ I say. ‘Can you hurry?’

‘Don’t rush me, Wanda darling, you know I get flustered if I’m rushed and …’

I look at my watch. ‘Eight minutes left,’ I say. 

‘Okay, okay,’ says Mum, running her finger down the instructions. ‘Now, let’s see … oh yes, I’m going to need my Advanced Wand.’ She looks at me. ‘Could you run and fetch it, Wanda darling?’

I find one of Mum’s hatboxes and a wedge of cheese and place Tanya and the cheese carefully inside, and put the lid on, but not too tight so some air can get in.

I charge upstairs and drag the old, battered suitcase out from underneath her bed. Inside are three wands. A Hazel one (Beginner), Silver Birch (Intermediate) and Horse Chestnut (Advanced). I grab the Horse Chestnut one and race back to the kitchen. Mum is stirring something dark and thick in the saucepan. It smells like cow dung.
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‘It is cow dung,’ says Gran, wiping her hands on the legs of her trousers. ‘I had to trudge around the field over the hedge to find some.’

‘Okay then, what’s next?’ says Mum, peering at the recipe. She opens the press where she keeps her spell ingredients.
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I am so relieved she didn’t say prince this time. 

‘And last but not least,’ she says, stirring the contents of the saucepan around with a wooden spoon, ‘a dash of cuckoo spit.’

Thick swirls of steam rise from the dish.

It really reeks now, not just in the kitchen but all over the house.

‘Five minutes left,’ I say.

Mum takes a tall glass vial out of the dresser. With a ladle, she spoons the cow-dung-brown liquid into the vial. ‘If it turns green, it’s ready,’ she says, staring at the vial and biting her lip.

Nothing happens.

Outside I hear the crunch of wheels on gravel. I run to the window. A bright red car is driving through the gates and behind the wheel …

‘It’s Mrs Tariq,’ I shout.

‘It’s turning green!’ says Gran.

‘It needs to be a brighter shade of green before it’s ready,’ says Mum, shaking the vial, which has no effect on the colour.

‘How bright?’ I ask, easing my face around the edge of the curtains to sneak another peek through the window. Mrs Tariq is driving carefully up the driveway, doing her best to avoid the potholes.

‘Brighter than this,’ says Mum, holding the vial up to the light.

‘What kind of bright green?’ comes Gran’s voice, eerie through the steam. ‘Lime? Apple? Pear?’

‘Why are you talking about fruit at a time like this?’ asks Mum, confused.

‘They’re colours, as well as fruit,’ says Gran primly.

‘Mrs Tariq is getting out of the car,’ I say, dropping the curtain and stepping away from the window. ‘We have to use the potion now, no matter what colour it is.’

Mum shakes her head. ‘I’m not sure about this,’ she says.

There is a knock on the door. Three knocks actually.

Rat-tat-tat.

From the hatbox, a squeak and the scratching of claws.

‘Right,’ says Mum, doing her best to inject a bit of confidence into her voice. She drops the ladle back into the saucepan and stirs it one more time. ‘Time to transform Tanya in a trice,’ she says.

‘But it isn’t bright green,’ I say.

‘It’s green enough,’ Mum says. 

‘Are you sure?’

‘Get the hatbox,’ she tells me. ‘Gran, can you answer the door and distract Mrs Tariq?’

‘How?’ says Gran, bewildered. 

‘Talk to her,’ Mum hisses. 

‘About what?’ says Gran.

‘I don’t know, the weather or something,’ says Mum, removing the lid of the hatbox and peering inside.

I hear the click and sweep of the front door opening. A high, sweet voice. Mrs Tariq. She’s introducing herself. Then I hear Gran saying, ‘I would like to talk about the weather now.’

The wind rushes in, slamming the kitchen door so I can’t hear anything after that.

‘Hurry up, Mum,’ I hiss.

‘I’m going as fast as I can,’ says Mum, lifting Tanya out of the box. She wriggles frantically.

‘Don’t drop her,’ I say. 

And then Mum drops her.

Tanya lands with a splash and a squeal right in the middle of the potion and disappears. Bubbles rush to the surface and pop.

‘What if she can’t swim?’ I ask, my voice a worried whisper.

‘Look,’ says Mum, lowering her face and peering over the edge of the saucepan. Tanya’s head appears; she seems to be swimming.

Her pale grey fur is saturated. It’s also turning green. A bright green.
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The kitchen door flies open and there is Mrs Tariq. Behind her is Gran, who is still talking about the weather. ‘… sunny spells with occasional showers and …’

Mrs Tariq is wearing a pale pink headscarf and bright yellow tunic. Her headscarf is wider and longer than Tanya’s and covers her whole face apart from her eyes. I can tell she is smiling from her eyes. She walks into the room, extending her hand towards Mum to shake it. I rush in front of her and stick my hand out so Mrs Tariq has no choice but to stop and shake my hand instead. Behind me, I hear Mum backing into the scullery with Tanya in the saucepan.

‘How do you do?’ I say in a sort of lady-voice which sounds nothing like my own.

‘Very well, thank you,’ says Mrs Tariq, looking over my shoulder to see where Mum has disappeared to.

‘Would you care for some tea?’ I say.

Mrs Tariq smiles and shakes her head. ‘I have to go,’ she says, looking at her watch. ‘Tanya and I need to get to the library before it closes.’

‘I love the library,’ I say. I can do a lot of chit-chat about the library which happens to be one of my favourite places.

From behind me, splashing sounds. Squealing sounds. Panting.

‘Me too,’ says Mrs Tariq, glancing towards the scullery, a small worry line forming above her nose. ‘You should come with us some day after school. Eh, where is she by the way?’

‘I’m right here.’

I jump and turn around. There is Tanya, standing at the scullery door, looking remarkably like herself.
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She is soaked through. Her headscarf is plastered to her face and her neck. Water drips from the end of her dress. A puddle forms around her feet. The water in the puddle is green. Bright green.

And it stinks. 

Like cow dung.

‘My goodness, Tanya,’ cries Mrs Tariq. ‘Are you alright?’

Mum grabs a tea towel and rubs Tanya vigorously with it. ‘She’s fine. Just a little damp. There was, um … a rain shower earlier.’

‘Was there?’ asks Tanya, her voice dreamy and light.

‘Oh yes,’ says Gran, tugging at the sleeve of Mrs Tariq’s tunic. ‘Remember I told you? About the showers? When we were talking about the weather?’

Mrs Tariq grips Tanya by her elbow. ‘We should get going now,’ she says, steering Tanya briskly towards the door.

Tanya stumbles after her, then turns to wave to me. ‘I had a lovely time,’ she says. ‘I think.’

‘Come back anytime,’ Mum says. Tanya’s shoes make a squelching sound as she walks towards her mother’s car. I hear her asking Mrs Tariq if she can have cheese when she gets home.

‘But you don’t like cheese,’ Mrs Tariq says. 

‘I do now,’ says Tanya with a grin.
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Mum whoops and punches the air with her fist as she dances around the kitchen. ‘I did it,’ she shouts. ‘You thought I wouldn’t be able to do it but I did. I did it!’

‘You turned my friend into a mouse,’ I remind her.

‘Well, yes,’ says Mum, taking my hands and spinning me around the room. ‘But I managed to turn her back into a girl again. Isn’t that marvellous?’

‘That could have ended in disaster,’ says Gran. 

‘But it didn’t,’ cries Mum. ‘Don’t you see what this means?’

‘No,’ I say. 

‘No,’ Gran says.

‘It means I’m not a bad witch after all,’ says Mum. ‘Not all the time at any rate. I might even be able to pass Pincer’s exam, on the night of the full moon.’

Mum looks at Gran. ‘Mightn’t I?’

Gran looks out the window at the sky. The moon is rising.
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More than half full now. Gran returns her attention to Mum. ‘If Tanya remembers what happened to her and how she got turned into a mouse, I’m afraid Pincer will make good on his threat to have you banished and / or imprisoned.’

‘But she doesn’t remember,’ says Mum.

‘We won’t know what she will recall after the spell wears off,’ says Gran.

‘But …’ Mum begins. Gran puts her long, knobbly hand on Mum’s arm and squeezes it gently.

‘I’m sorry, Esmerelda,’ she says. ‘I just don’t think you should get your hopes up.’

Mum looks at me. ‘You believe in me,’ she says in a soft voice. ‘Don’t you?’

They both look at me and I don’t know what to say or do or …

‘Luna!’ I shout, dashing out the door. ‘I’ve left her in the airing cupboard.’
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At school the next day, I am terrified that Tanya will remember being turned into a mouse, chased around the house by a cat and thrown into a pot of melted cow dung.

But she smiles when she sees me and sits at the desk beside mine as she usually does. The only thing that’s a bit weird is the patch of skin on her arm, near her wrist, that she keeps scratching. A square patch of pale grey, as soft as … well, fur.

‘Stop that incessant scratching,’ Miss Flint shrieks from the top of the class.

‘Yes, miss,’ says Tanya. She lowers her arm below the desk and keeps scratching.

‘I had a great time at your house yesterday,’ she whispers.

‘Really?’ I whisper back.

‘Sure,’ she whispers. ‘Can I come over again?’
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For a while, things are great. 

Maybe great is too strong. 

Fine.

Things are fine.

By which I mean, nothing awful happens. Mum is studying hard for her assessment and that’s keeping her busy and when Mum is busy, things are great.

Not great exactly. 

But better.

Things are better.

Even a project on cactuses isn’t that bad when you’ve got somebody to work on it with. And actually, cactuses have their moments. Like, for example, did you know that some cactuses can live to be over two hundred years old?
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‘That’s even older than me,’ Gran said when I told her.

*  *  *

On Friday Tanya is back at my house to finish off our project. I was a little nervous at first but I just told Mum we didn’t need anything to eat or drink and dragged Tanya up to my room and shut the door.

For a while, everything is fine. Peaceful even. Just the scratch-scratch-scratch of our pencils on the pages of our copybooks as we write about the ideal habitat of the cactus plant (deserts) and how much water they can store in their bodies (a lot). Every now and then, I imagine I can hear the sound of hooves knocking against the barn door but Tanya doesn’t seem to notice.

So I stop worrying about it. 
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That’s where I went wrong.
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After a while, Tanya stretches and declares herself hungry. ‘Let’s make toast,’ she says.

‘We don’t have a toaster,’ I say, not adding that we used to have one until Mum turned it into a French horn by accident. She was glad really. That she couldn’t turn it back into a toaster. She always got a fright every time it popped. ‘Besides,’ Mum said, ‘You might like to learn how to play the French horn someday, Wanda.’

I never learned how to play the French horn and I miss toast.

‘I can make crumpets if you like?’ I say.

‘Are they like pancakes?’ Tanya asks. I nod and Tanya whoops and throws her arms around me which I think means she wants crumpets.

I am measuring out the flour and the sugar and the butter when there is an enormous crash outside, then the sound of hundreds of hooves thundering towards the house. I look out the window. There are six hundred and forty-eight hooves thundering towards the house, to be exact. The kid goats. Mum has been working on a spell to turn them back into scarecrows and return them to Ralph’s dad’s farm. The goats are still goats but now, there are one hundred and sixty-two of them.

‘What’s that?’ asks Tanya.

‘It’s nothing,’ I say, tossing her a block of chocolate. ‘Can you melt that in a pot when you’re ready?’

Nothing distracts like chocolate. Especially warm, melty chocolate.

‘It sounds like a stampede,’ says Tanya, scratching at the patch of fur above her wrist as she moves towards the window.
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‘No,’ I say, rushing towards her, my arms outstretched. It’s too late. Even in the fading light of dusk, Tanya sees them, clear as day.

‘It’s the goats,’ she says. ’There’s way more of them now.’ The goats are in an enormous clump of horns and hooves, moving as one, following each other so that they end up going nowhere, just around and around. More pour out through the barn doors, which are hanging open. Mum clings onto her broomstick as it disappears behind the barn. I can see her mouth moving as she incants a spell that’s clearly not working.

‘There’s something really weird about those goats,’ says Tanya.

‘Oh, they’re just a peculiar breed of goat, that’s all,’ I say, pulling Tanya away from the window.

‘But look,’ says Tanya, pointing. ‘They’ve got … is that straw …? Coming out of their ears and their … butts?’

‘No, no, no, no, no,’ I say, trying to squeeze myself between Tanya and the windowpane. ‘That’s not straw. It’s just … it’s …’

‘Oh look at that one, it’s standing up on its hind legs and … is it getting taller? It is! Look, Wanda, it’s got a jacket on now. And a scarf. It’s … I think it’s turning into a scarecrow! Look, Wanda. Look, it’s amazing!’

‘No,’ I say, shaking my head fast. ‘They’re just ordinary goats. There’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for what’s happening to them.’

The problem is, I can’t think of one. My knees wobble and I have to sit down.
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‘Wanda!’ Tanya’s voice is high with excitement. She yanks at my school jumper, trying to drag me to my feet. ‘You’ve got to see this, it’s incredible. They’re all scarecrows now. The kid goats. I know it sounds mad but … I think they might be Ralph’s missing scarecrows,’ she says, breathless.

The back door flies open and Mum charges into the kitchen, holding her wand and broomstick in one hand and her piece of elm bark in the other.

‘I did it, Wanda,’ she shouts. ‘I turned them back into scarecrows. Well, a couple of them still have tails but they’re only those short stumpy ones. Nobody will notice them once I get their trousers back on. Can you believe it, Wanda? I did it! I really … Oh.’

Tanya moves out from the shadow of the window and grins at Mum.

‘Tanya,’ says Mum, stumbling backwards. ‘I … I didn’t see you there,’ she says with a pale imitation of her usual smile. She throws her wand into the cutlery drawer and rubs her broomstick with the elm bark before tossing it through the kitchen door. I watch it sail through the air but before it has a chance to land on the hall floor, it disappears. Tanya gazes at Mum admiringly.
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‘Are you …’ she begins, her eyes as wide as saucers in her face, ‘a witch?’

‘No she isn’t,’ I shout before Mum can respond. 

‘You are, aren’t you?’ says Tanya. ‘Can I see your wand?’

‘You need to go,’ I say firmly, gripping Tanya’s arm and marching her out of the kitchen into the hall. I pull open the front door and usher her outside. It's dark now.

The moon sails through a gap in the clouds. 

Not quite full.

Nearly full.

‘What about the cactus project?’ Tanya says. ‘We haven’t finished it yet.’

‘You’ll find someone else to do it with I’m sure,’ I say.

‘I thought I was doing it with you?’

‘Once you tell everybody at school about Mum …’

Tanya glares at me. ‘Is that what you think I’m going to do?’ she says.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Why wouldn’t you?’

‘Because we’re friends?’ says Tanya. ‘Or at least, I thought we were.’ She’s hopping mad now.

I hear Mum approach us down the hallway. 

‘You should go,’ I say.
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I walk into the classroom the next morning as if nothing has happened, ready to deny everything as soon as the other kids start asking me questions or whispering behind my back.

But nobody asks me questions or whispers behind my back.

They are all gathered around Ralph’s desk listening to his story about the mysterious return of the scarecrows to their farm last night. ‘Dad said he thought he heard a wailing sound in the middle of the night,’ says Ralph, addressing his audience solemnly.

‘Like a banshee?’ says Hugo, his eyes wide with terror.

‘Maybe,’ says Ralph. ‘Dad got up and went down the stairs, looking out every window he passed but he couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Then, he opened the front door and there they were.’
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Everybody strains closer to Ralph to hear what he has to say next.

‘The scarecrows. Right outside the front door, standing in a line. Millions of them!’

Margo was right about Ralph. He is prone to exaggeration.

‘Like zombies?’ whispers Hugo, his eyes even wider.

‘Yes,’ says Ralph gravely.

I sit down. The desk beside mine is empty. I scan the room and I spot Tanya at the back of the class, sitting at a desk by the window.

‘Hi, Tanya,’ I say. She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t even look up.
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The day of the assessment is bright and sunny without a cloud in the sky. I manage to get through the school day without incurring the wrath of Miss Flint or getting any lines.

At lunch break, I stand in a corner of the yard and pick at the blackberry and banana sandwich Gran made me earlier. I keep my head down and make sure I don’t make eye contact with anyone.

Back at home, Mum is in high spirits.

‘I’ve a good feeling about tonight,’ she declares.

I pour coconut milk into Luna’s bowl. ‘Don’t look so worried, Wanda, everything will be fine.’

Maybe there’s a chance Mum could be right? After all, she’s been practising like mad, making potions in her saucepan, collecting ingredients for spells and making sure she knows the Witches’ and Warlocks’ Code of Honour off by heart.

She is also reading back issues of Witches’ Weekly but I think it’s only because she happens to enjoy the celebrity gossip and the fashion pages.

After dinner, Mum practices a sleeping spell. 

‘It smells really …’ I begin.

‘Delightful, I know,’ says Mum, holding her face over the pot and breathing in the steam.

It actually smells like damp, sweaty feet. Gran says the stronger the smell, the better the spell. So I suppose that’s a good thing.
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Mum sprinkles an eggcup of Gran’s toenail clippings into the mixture.

‘Now,’ she says, wiping her hands on the front of her dungarees. ‘Where did I put my broomstick?’ She glances around the kitchen. ‘I need it for the last bit, the potion has to be sprinkled on the subject from a height of no less than ten metres.’

She scans the kitchen table which is filled with weeds and long, tangled roots of flowers and clumps of seaweed and her spell book.

‘Well, where did you last have it?’ Gran asks. 

‘If I knew that, I wouldn’t have to look for it,’ says Mum.

Soon the three of us are combing every inch of the house, looking under beds, in cupboards, behind every stick of furniture in every room, in the oven, the fridge, the umbrella stand, down Gran’s wellington boots, up the sooty funnel of the chimney.

But the broomstick is nowhere to be found. 

‘Has this ever happened before?’ I ask.

Mum shakes her head, her face dark with worry. ‘I’ve misplaced it before,’ she says. ‘Lots of times. But I’ve always found it. It’s always been somewhere in the house or … WAIT!’

‘What?’ me and Gran say at the same time.

‘I made it disappear the other day, remember?’ says Mum, a glimmer of hope in her voice now. ‘When Tanya was here. I’ve only ever been able to make it disappear once before. When Mr Pincer was threatening to confiscate it that time when I accidentally turned his hose into a caterpillar.

Several caterpillars in fact. They ate through his prize marrow so he couldn’t enter it into the annual Mighty Marrow competition. Remember? He was very cross about it. Anyway, I made the broomstick disappear. Wasn’t that quite the feat?’

‘Yes, but where did you find it?’ I say. ‘Afterwards?’

‘In Mr Pincer’s house, of course,’ says Mum. ‘Well, it was sticking out of his chimney pot, actually. I had quite the job getting it back, I don’t mind telling you. A tricky little coaxing spell that I …’

‘So you think that’s where the broomstick is?’ I say. ‘In Mr Pincer’s chimney stack?’

‘Of course not, darling,’ says Mum, ruffling my hair. ‘Why on earth would you think that?’

I slump onto a kitchen chair, suddenly exhausted. Gran does the same.

Mum puts her hands on her hips. ‘Now is no time to be resting,’ she says. ‘Wanda, you’ll have to go to Tanya’s house.’

‘What?’ I say, bolting upright in the chair. ‘Why?’

‘Because that’s where my broomstick is,’ says Mum. ‘I was looking at Mr Pincer when I cast the spell that time with the marrows mishap. And I was looking at Tanya when I managed to make the broom disappear the other day. It’s in her house, I’m sure of it.’
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Tanya’s house is an ordinary looking house. It’s in a housing estate, in the middle of a row of houses opposite a small muddy green with goalposts at either end.

There is no broomstick sticking out of Tanya’s chimney pot.

I press the doorbell and wait. Tanya opens the door.

‘What do you want?’ she says, glaring at me. 

‘I’m really sorry for barging up here,’ I say. ‘I wouldn’t if it wasn’t really important.’ 

‘Well?’ says Tanya. ‘Spit it out.’

I tell her about Mr Pincer and the assessment later tonight and the missing broom and the panic and the worry and the …’

‘Okay fine,’ says Tanya, ‘I get it. Your mum’s stressed. But why are you telling me? I didn’t think you wanted me to know about any of this stuff. Remember?’

It’s clear that Tanya is still mad with me. I really wish she wasn’t.

‘The thing is … I think Mum’s broomstick might be in your house.’

‘Why would it …?’ Tanya begins.

‘Please, Tanya,’ I say. ‘It’s an emergency. Would you mind looking for it?’

‘What does it look like?’ she asks.

‘Just, you know, like an ordinary sweeping brush,’ I say.

[image: image]

‘Just like you look like an ordinary girl,’ says Tanya. ‘Except you’re not, are you?’ I shake my head. ‘No,’ I say quietly. ‘I’m not.’

‘That’s what I like about you,’ says Tanya then, poking me in the ribs with her fingers and grinning her wide grin.

‘Really?’ I say, forgetting for a moment about Mum and her broomstick and everything being an emergency.

‘Of course,’ says Tanya. ‘Who wants ordinary when you can have extraordinary, am I right?’

‘Well …’ I begin.

‘Come on in, I’ll help you look for the broomstick.’

‘Thanks, Tanya,’ I say stepping inside. ‘And … I’m sorry about, you know …’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ says Tanya. ‘My mum can be embarrassing too, you know.’

Tanya’s bedroom is the messiest bedroom I’ve ever seen. Her bed is buried under mounds of clothes and books and bags and shoes. Tanya throws all the stuff from her bed onto the floor. ‘The broomstick’s not there,’ she says before yanking open her wardrobe door and peering inside. ‘Or in there,’ she adds. I look around the room. There’s nowhere else to look really. Through the window, I see Haleem, Tanya’s little brother. He’s jumping on the trampoline. He has a stick in his hand. He straddles it, galloping around and around the trampoline like he’s on a horse.
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Tanya stands beside me. Now we’re both peering out the window.

‘Giddy up horsey,’ shouts Haleem, racing around the trampoline clutching the stick. It’s a weird looking stick with long, thick bristles poking out the end of it.

‘Look!’ says Tanya, grabbing my arm and pointing at Haleem.

The stick isn’t a stick at all. 

It’s Mum’s broomstick.

And it’s only a matter of seconds before it responds to Haleem’s urging and giddy-ups-up-up, into the air.
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Tanya and I fly out of her room and charge into the garden.

‘Put that stick down, Haleem,’ roars Tanya as she sprints towards him.

‘It’s not a stick,’ says Haleem, scowling at his big sister. ‘It’s a horse. It’s MY horse.’

Tanya flings herself onto the trampoline. Haleem runs away from her, shrieking with laughter, clearly enjoying the chase. Tanya lunges at the broom, grabbing the bristles. Haleem tightens his grip around the broom, holding on with all his might. Tanya pulls as hard as she can. ’Stop!’ I shout as I scramble onto the trampoline. ‘Don’t break it.’
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But it’s too late.

There is a sickening crack.

The broomstick has snapped in two, its ends splintered and sharp.

‘I was only playing with it,’ says Haleem and he looks like he might be thinking about crying.

‘It was an accident,’ I say, doing my best to smile at him.

I pick up the two ends of the broom.

‘Maybe your mum can … you know … “fix” it?’ Tanya says, nudging me when she says ‘fix’.

‘Maybe,’ I say.

Fixing a broken broomstick can be done.

But you have to be really good at magic to do it. 

I mean … really, really good.

I’m not sure Mum is up to the job.

And even if she is, she doesn’t have much time. 

Mr Pincer and his Corrections Committee of the World Wide Web of Witches and Warlocks are on their way by now.
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Tanya has homework to finish so her parents won’t let her walk me home, no matter how much she begs them.

I open the garden gate and walk down the road, a piece of broomstick in each hand. I hurry out of the housing estate, past the school gates and across the village green.

Through the branches of a tree, I watch the full moon rise, big and bright. It sails across the cloudless sky like it hasn’t a care in the world.

Unlike me.

‘Wait for me,’ shouts a familiar voice.

It's Tanya.

‘I snuck out my bedroom window,’ she says, linking her arm through mine.

‘You’ll get in trouble if your parents find out,’ I say but I can’t help feeling glad all the same.

Back at the house, Mum’s screeches can be heard all across Rocky Hollow when she sees the broomstick. It takes me, Gran and Tanya a good ten minutes to calm her down.

In the end, it is Luna who manages to stop Mum screeching when she jumps onto Mum’s head and starts screeching too.

‘What am I going to do?’ Mum says, picking up the two pieces of broomstick and shaking her head. I haul Mum’s enormous book of spells down from the shelf. It makes a terrific wallop when I drop it onto the kitchen table. I open the book, scanning through the index at the back.

Brooms: Chapter 309.

The chapter is broken into sections: Stiff brooms, Bent brooms, Uncomfortable brooms, Disobedient brooms.

Then I see it. Broken brooms. 

Page 1,480.

‘Look,’ I say to Mum. ‘There’s a fixing spell. It doesn’t seem too complicated.’

Mum scans the recipe, then shakes her head slowly. ‘I need the sap of a sickle-pickle cactus plant and they’re very rare. There’s probably only a handful of them in the whole country. I’ve no chance of finding one in …’ she consults the kitchen clock, ‘… two hours.’
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Tanya looks at me and I look at her and we grin. ‘We know where to find a sickle-pickle

cactus plant,’ we say.
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Miss Flint lives in a cottage. It stands all alone in a clearing in the middle of a forest on the edge of town. The forest is so thick and tangled with undergrowth that no flowers grow there and no birdsong can be heard.

The walls of the cottage, crouching beneath the bare, gnarled branches of an ancient ash tree, are covered in poison ivy. The cottage is in darkness. A sign on the door says, Beware of guard dog, and through one of the windows we see the outline of a dog.

A big dog.

‘So,’ I whisper, trying to sound braver than I feel. ‘Where do you suppose Miss Flint keeps her sickle-pickle cactus?’

‘I’ve read that it likes dark, damp places,’ says Tanya.

‘Well, Miss Flint’s home seems like the perfect place for it,’ I say and we can’t help a quick but quiet giggle.

But we’re not quiet enough, it seems. A light snaps on inside the house. We duck behind a holly bush with spiky leaves and hold our breath. The front door opens with a long, shaky moan. Miss Flint’s head appears, her narrow nose quivering, as if she can smell us. Wrapped around one of her bony hands is a thick, steel chain and at the end of the chain is a massive white dog with powerful shoulders and a menacing growl.

In the moonlight, his long, pointy teeth glisten. 

‘Who’s there?’ shouts Miss Flint. We put our hands over our mouths in case we’re breathing too loud. Through the holly leaves, I can see down the dark, narrow hallway leading to Miss Flint’s kitchen.
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Through the kitchen window, I see a greenhouse and pressed up against the glass of the greenhouse I spot what we are looking for.

The sickle-pickle cactus plant.

Just when I think I can’t hold my breath any longer, Miss Flint yanks at the heavy chain. ‘Come along, Angel,’ she says, pulling the dog back inside.

The front door slams shut.

‘I hate to say this,’ whispers Tanya, ‘but our mission looks pretty impossible.’

‘I saw the sickle-pickle cactus plant,’ I tell her. ‘It’s behind Miss Flint’s cottage. In a greenhouse.’

‘But what about the dog?’ says Tanya. ‘I like dogs but that one looks like he’d eat the pair of us between two slices of bread and ask for seconds.’

‘We’ll be downwind,’ I say. ‘And if we do wake the dog, we’ll just run for our lives, okay?’

‘Okay,’ says Tanya, trying to keep the shake out of her voice. I squeeze her hand tight.

‘Come on,’ I whisper, getting to my feet as quietly as I can.

We crouch and make our way to the greenhouse.

‘I think one of us should be the lookout,’ I say to Tanya. ‘I’ll go inside and get the sap from the cactus.’

‘Are you sure?’ whispers Tanya.

‘Yes,’ I say, sounding way more certain than I feel.

I creep into the greenhouse. It’s humid inside. A hot, damp smell rushes up my nose and down my throat. It smells like the massive leaves that Gran boils to make her cabbage tea.

The sickle-pickle cactus is the biggest plant in the greenhouse. The spines are as long as my arm and nearly as thick, narrowing into sharp points at the tips. Perfect for cutting into the trunk of the cactus to get at the sap. I take a breath and grip one of the prickly spines. It cuts into the skin of my hand.

I do my best to ignore the pain and try to snap the spine off.

It doesn’t budge.

‘Hurry up,’ hisses Tanya from outside. I rub my throbbing hand against my leggings and try again. This time, I grip the spine and pull it with both hands until it comes away from the trunk with a loud crack. 
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‘Ssssshhhh,’ hisses Tanya.

I use the sharp tip of the spine to cut through the thick skin of the cactus.

‘Have you got it?’ hisses Tanya.

‘Nearly,’ I say as a narrow slit appears and I spy the milky gleam of the sap beneath the skin.

I open the jar I took from Gran’s pantry and carefully pour the liquid inside.

The sap is thick and greenish-white. There’s a sharp, sour tang off it.

I hold my breath as I pour. There’s more than enough for Mum’s spell. I glance at my watch. Half an hour before Mr Pincer and his Committee are due to arrive.

For the first time, I begin to feel a glimmer of hope.

Maybe things might work out after all. 

This is when Tanya sneezes.

Loud and clear.

‘AHHHH-AHHHHH-AHHHH-CHHHHOOOOOO.’

A torrent of furious barks tears through the night air and all the lights inside the cottage snap on. I hear the sound of a heavy bolt being dragged across the back door and the creak of wood as the door opens.

‘Run,’ roars Tanya. I don’t need to be told twice. Holding the jar in one hand, I charge after Tanya, the pair of us crashing into the forest, squeezing through the narrow gaps between trees.

Behind us and getting closer is the wet panting sound of Miss Flint’s dog, the thump of his huge paws against the forest floor.

‘Come back here this instant,’ screeches Miss Flint, running behind the dog.

My legs are aching and my breath is burning in my chest but Tanya and I keep on running. We reach the edge of the forest and burst out onto the meadow that runs along the edge of the trees and even then, we don’t stop. We keep going. I twist my head around. I can see Miss Flint but she isn’t running anymore.

She is standing at the edge of the forest, Angel sitting obediently beside her. Her arms are folded tight across her body and there is a knowing smirk on her face.

With the light of the moon shining on us like a torch, Miss Flint can see us as plainly as the long, narrow nose on her long, narrow face.
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She doesn’t need to chase us anymore. 

Of course not.

She’ll get us in school tomorrow.
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Back at the house, Mr Pincer has already arrived. He is accompanied by six members of the Corrections Committee of the World Wide Web of Witches and Warlocks, all ancient warlocks, wizened and stooped with coarse, wispy grey beards and matching pointy hats. They stand in a huddle at the front door, trying to locate the doorbell. This will buy us some time since there isn’t one.

‘Come on,’ I whisper to Tanya. We duck behind the wall at the side of the house and run along its length, the two of us bent in two, trying not to be seen.

Mum and Gran are hiding in the barn, lying on top of a haystack with two scarecrows who refused to return to Ralph’s farm.

Tanya and I race inside and close the door behind us.
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‘We got the sap,’ I say, raising the jar like a trophy.

‘Oh you darling girls,’ says Mum, climbing down the ladder and beaming at us. ‘I knew I could count on you.’ She pulls us into her arms and covers our faces with kisses.

‘We don’t have time for all that now,’ says Gran, taking the jar from me. ‘You have a broomstick to mend, remember?

She thrusts the broom at Mum. ‘The owner of the broomstick is the only one who can cast the spell.’

Mum reaches into the jar and dips the tips of her fingers into the gloopy liquid. She scoops the sap into the curl of her fingers and rubs it along the bristles of the broom.

Outside, we hear the crunch of gravel as Mr Pincer and his henchmen walk around the back of the house, looking for a way in.

Mum closes her eyes. Under her breath, I hear her incant the spell while her fingers, sticky with sap, run along the wood of the broken broom.

‘Esmerelda Broom,’ shouts Mr Pincer. ‘You are scheduled to attend an official Governmental Examination in exactly thirty seconds and if you are late for said Examination, I’m afraid I will have no choice but to …’

Mum’s fingers are a blur of movement, up and down and around the broom. Her eyes are closed and her lips are moving, although I can’t hear what she’s saying. Something is happening. The long, tattered splinters at the ends of the broom are lengthening, connecting.

‘It’s working,’ gasps Tanya, her eyes wide with wonder.

Mum’s lips stop moving. She opens her eyes a slit. ‘Is it …?’

‘It’s perfect, Esmerelda,’ says Gran, hugging her. ‘You actually did it.’

I run to the barn door and yank it open. Standing there is Mr Pincer. 

‘Hello,’ says Mum, stepping forward with her broomstick in one hand – and in one piece.
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Mr Pincer wipes at the drip at the end of his nose with a handkerchief and inspects his watch.

‘I was about to mark you absent for your assessment, Esmerelda,’ he says in his disapproving voice.

Right at that moment, the cuckoo clock in the kitchen begins to chime.

Twelve times.

Midnight.

‘Very well,’ says Mr Pincer, shuffling the paperwork in his hands and trying not to sound disappointed. ‘I suppose we should begin then.’

‘Oh goody,’ says Mum, beaming at him. ‘What do I have to do?’
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The assessment takes place in the field at the back of the house. The six members of the Corrections Committee form a line along Gran’s cabbage patch. They fish parchment paper and quill pens from inside their long, black cloaks. They lick the nibs, dip them in a pot of dark ink and wait, the quills poised over the paper, ready to record Mum’s scores.

Tanya, Gran and I stand beside the raised bed where the runner beans are growing. I arrange my face into the widest smile I can manage and make sure Mum sees it. Tanya and Gran do the same.

Mr Pincer explains the rules of the assessment in his high, cheerless voice. Mum has to cast three spells, picked at random from an enormous book Mr Pincer hauls out of his jacket.

The Encyclopaedia of Witchcraft, Wizardry, Wands and Whatnot.
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Each spell is marked out of sixteen. 

Anything less than ten is a fail.

‘You have two minutes to perform each spell,’ drones Mr Pincer. ‘And you must get them right first-time round, Esmerelda. There are no second chances.’

I tuck my hands behind my back and cross my fingers for luck.

The assessment begins.

Mr Pincer opens the encyclopaedia and runs his finger down the long list of spells. His finger comes to a full stop near the bottom of the page and a smirk oozes across his face.

‘The Vanish-not-Banish Spell,’ he announces. 

Mum tries not to flinch.

The Vanish-not-Banish Spell is one of the most difficult ones there are. Mum will have to make a person vanish. Which is much trickier than making a broomstick disappear.

Mum’s done this spell before. Just once. Gran vanished for over two weeks and when she finally returned, she was covered in sunburn and freckles but had no idea where she’d been.

‘Who would you like me to Vanish-not-Banish?’ Mum enquires with a bright smile.
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Mr Pincer points at us. ‘One of these three,’ he says.

Mum’s smile falters, then fades. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Could I not try it on one of your warlocks?’

‘Absolutely not,’ says Mr Pincer. ‘These important men are indispensable members of the Corrections Committee.’

Mum shakes her head. ‘I don’t think I …’

I step forward. ‘You can do the spell on me,’ I say.

‘But what if it goes wrong, Wanda?’ says Mum. 

‘It won’t,’ I say. I don’t know if this is true or not but it sounds true, the way I say it.

Mum’s smile flares again. ‘Are you sure?’ she asks. I nod.

‘Positive,’ I say.
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*  *  *

Mum takes a steadying breath and strides to the wheelbarrow where she has gathered all her lotions and potions. She picks three glass bottles and shakes two drops from each one onto the palms of her hands, then rubs her hands together, incanting the spell under her breath. There is a POP and all of a sudden, Mum’s hands are filled with a curious vapour, perfectly round and delicate as spider’s silk. She looks at me. ‘You sure?’ she whispers. I take a breath, nod. She reaches her hands carefully over my head, then separates them, drawing them slowly down each side of my body. The vapour thickens and spreads, covering me so that I can’t see Mum anymore. I can’t see anyone. Then, there’s another POP, louder this time. When the vapour clears, I am gone.

‘Ta-daaaa,’ Mum says, punching the air with her fist and pointing to the place where I had been standing. I’m pretty sure I’m not there anymore. I have no idea where I am but I’m not there. Mum did it. She made me disappear.

Now she has to make me reappear. And she has one minute to do it. Is it long enough?

Mum closes her eyes tight and tilts her head towards the moon as if the light of its beams on her face might jog her memory of the incantation.

Thirty seconds.

Gran and Tanya hold their breath and clutch each other, waiting.

Ten seconds.

All of a sudden, there is an enormous crack. It sounds like it’s coming from right inside my head. Except I can’t see my head. Or any other bit of me.

Mr Pincer consults his watch.

He clears his throat. ‘I’m sorry to say you’re out of time,’ he says, without sounding one bit sorry.

‘I’m in here,’ comes a voice from the barn. 

A girl’s voice.

My voice.

It’s me. I’m back. Mum vanished me but managed not to banish me.

Her spell worked.

Gran, Mum and Tanya run into the barn and look up, which is when I realise that I’m on top of one of the haystacks.

I haul myself down the ladder and jump onto the floor of the barn.

I can’t help whooping. 

I sound just like Mum.

‘Not so fast,’ says Mr Pincer, glaring at us. ‘Esmerelda is supposed to make the girl reappear in the same spot as she was when she disappeared.’

‘She performed the spell fair and square,’ says Gran.

Mr Pincer consults with the six members of the Corrections Committee. There is a lot of head shaking and loud whispering. One of them writes furious notes on his parchment.

Eventually, they appear to have reached an agreement and the note-taking wizard shuffles forward.

He holds up the parchment. 

There is a number on it.

We strain to read it. 

The number is 11.

Mum has passed the first test. 

Barely.

But a pass nonetheless.

I am delighted when I discover that the Vanish-not-Banish Spell counts for two spells, one for Vanishing and the other for not-Banishing.

So Mum only has to cast one more spell followed by a broomstick-flying demonstration.

She can manage that. 

Can’t she?
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Mr Pincer takes his time, selecting the next spell. You can tell he’s looking for another complicated one.

In the end, he picks the Little and Large Spell. 

Me and Gran gasp.

Mr Pincer turns to Mum. ‘You have a cat, do you not?’

‘Yes,’ says Mum, trying to keep the nerves out of her voice.

A Little and Large Spell is a tricky beast.

Especially if the beast in question is Luna, who does not take kindly to being the target of any of Mum’s spells.

‘You have to enlarge your cat,’ says Mr Pincer. 

‘And then – of course – return it to its original size.’

I find Luna at the bottom of the linen basket in the back kitchen. She arches her back and hisses at me, scraping my arm with her claws. She does not appreciate her beauty sleep being disturbed in this way and I can’t say that I blame her.

I hurry outside and hand the cat to Mum, who rubs her face against Luna’s soft fur to calm her. Soon Luna is purring like an engine.

Tucking Luna under one arm, Mum reaches into the wheelbarrow and walks her fingers along the rows and rows of identical glass vials inside the barrow.

Her fingers hover over a small red bottle. She closes her eyes and I can see her mouth move slowly as if she’s reciting a poem but can’t quite remember all the words. She picks up the bottle and shakes it, twists the cap off and sniffs it, then tips the potion into Luna’s mouth.

Instead of hissing and struggling and scratching, Luna lies back in Mum’s arms and drinks the potion as if it’s her favourite tipple which is double cream and fish oil. Maybe because she’s still half asleep and can’t be bothered to kick up a fuss.

Or maybe she somehow realises that Mum’s entire future as a witch depends on this.

Whatever the reason, Luna drinks the lot and licks her lips when she’s done, like she wouldn’t mind some more.

Mum sets her on the ground.

Luna flicks her tail and surveys us with her glassy, green eyes.

We watch.

And we wait.

At first, nothing happens.

There’s not a sound in the garden. Everybody’s eyes are fixed on Luna.

She sits on the ground, still as a statue. And then, all of a sudden, her ears twitch.

They twitch again. 

Then start to stretch. 

And stretch.

Now her legs are stretching too.

Her back is widening. 

Her tail is lengthening. 

Luna is getting bigger.

Soon, she is as tall as Mr Pincer.

Mum claps her hands with excitement. Luna keeps growing.

Soon, she is as tall as Gran’s potting shed. Luna’s whiskers are growing too, poking out from either side of her mouth like the spokes on Mum’s penny-farthing bicycle.

‘Okay, that’s fine,’ says Mr Pincer, ticking a box on his parchment. ‘You can reverse the spell now, smerelda.’

But before Mum can do anything, Luna grows some more. Now, she is as tall as the barn.
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The scarecrows stare out the window at her, straw tumbling out their gaping, bewildered mouths.

‘I said, you can stop growing her now,’ says Mr Pincer, louder this time.

‘Oh … yes … of course, I’ll just …’ Mum reaches her hands into the wheelbarrow and knocks over an entire row of glass vials.

‘Oh dear,’ she says, flushing.

‘Can you please get on with it?’ snaps Mr Pincer, glaring at his watch.

Luna is so tall now, she can see through the small round window in my bedroom, just below the eaves.

Mum is frantically standing the glass vials upright so she can see which one she needs to reverse the spell.

‘Hurry up, Esmerelda,’ hisses Gran out of the side of her mouth.

‘I’ve got it!’ Mum shrieks. ‘I just need to get Luna to drink a drop of this and …’
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‘But how on earth are you going to get it into her mouth?’ says Gran.

Mum’s smile fades. ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ she says.

‘Oh, Esmerelda,’ says Gran, her shoulders slumping in defeat.

‘Don’t worry,’ yells Mum, racing towards Luna. ‘I’ll think of something.’

She catches up with Luna and jumps onto one of her enormous back paws, flinging her arms around Luna’s leg.

‘Luna,’ shouts Mum, the potion clutched between her fingers. ‘Look, darling. I’ve got a lovely drinkie for you.’

Luna keeps moving. And she keeps growing. She’s nearly as tall as the oak tree at the bottom of the garden now.

Mum somehow manages to scramble onto Luna’s back, running along it until she reaches the cat’s neck. All the while, Luna is strolling through the field beside our house, enjoying the view of the world from her great height.

Mum grabs fistfuls of Luna’s soft, silky fur to steady herself, then leaps up and hooks her arm through Luna’s collar, swinging wildly to and fro. Luna walks on, the force of her gigantic paws making the earth shudder beneath my feet. Mum uses her mouth to pull the cork out of the top of the potion bottle and reaches it towards Luna’s enormous mouth. The cat stops. She sniffs the air, then lowers her head towards the potion. I can hardly bear to look. But then Luna sits abruptly on the ground and opens her mouth wide so Mum is able to empty the entire contents of the vial onto her tongue.

Almost immediately, Luna begins to shrink. Mum clings onto the collar.

‘About time!’ Mr Pincer shouts up at Mum, shaking his head at the Committee, who dip their quills in the ink pot and scribble on their parchments.

Luna turns and inspects Mr Pincer. Her eyes narrow as she makes her way towards him. He takes a step away from the still enormous cat.

‘Don’t worry, Mr Pincer,’ says Mum cheerfully, ‘Luna wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

Neither Gran nor I mention the flies that Luna picks out of spiderwebs and chews like they’re fizzy jellies.

Luna stops when she reaches Mr Pincer. She’s shrinking but still towering over the warlock. She lifts one of her front paws and nudges him with it. He shrieks and stumbles backwards, trips over a pair of Gran’s wellington boots and lands with a soft thump in a freshly dug flower bed.

‘Nothing at all to be concerned about, Mr Pincer,’ shouts Mum as Luna gets smaller and smaller. Mum waits another couple of seconds before releasing her grip on the collar and dropping to the ground.

She lands in the flower bed, sprawled beside Mr Pincer. Luna, back to her usual size and self, arches her back and hisses at him. Mr Pincer spits a bit of muck out of his mouth and scrambles to his feet.

‘That was …’ he sputters.

‘I know,’ says Mum, picking Luna up and kissing her head. ‘That was amazing. I can’t believe I managed it.’

‘You did not manage it,’ snarls Mr Pincer, his eyes bulging.

‘She most certainly did,’ says Gran, advancing on him. Mr Pincer steps behind the Corrections Committee and peers at Gran through the gap between two of the warlocks.

‘That cat was much too large,’ says Mr Pincer in a smaller voice.

‘You did not say how large Esmerelda should make the cat,’ says Gran, shaking her finger in Mr Pincer’s face. ‘You merely asked her to carry out a Little-and-Large Spell, which she did.’

‘I really did, didn’t I?’ says Mum, beaming.

Mr Pincer glares at her, then at the six warlocks of the Corrections Committee, who are comparing notes. ‘Well?’ he snaps at them. A small, frail wizard at the top of the line takes a step forward and clears his throat.

‘I have consulted with my fellow committee members,’ he declares in a wheezy voice. ’And we have agreed on a score of …’ He erupts into a coughing fit and doesn’t stop until another wizard whacks him on the back, so hard he nearly topples into the flower bed.

‘Excuse me,’ he croaks when he gets his breath back.

‘Just get on with it,’ roars Gran.

The old wizard jumps. ‘For the carrying-out of the Little-and-Large Spell,’ he begins again, ‘We have given Ms Broom a score of …’ 

Tanya grabs my hand and squeezes it. 

I squeeze back.

‘Ten points,’ says the wizard finally and we cheer and clap and hug each other.
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Just one more test to go. The flying one. I can hardly bear to look. I mean, yes, Mum’s done great so far. But given the recent misadventures with her broomstick, I worry that it might not be up to the task of carrying her 100 metres into the air and performing a figure of eight at a speed of no less than eighty-eight kilometres an hour.

Twice.
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I watch as Mum straddles her broom, strokes the handle, says, ‘Fly me to the moon, my darling,’ and flies up, up, up into the clear night sky.

She’s doing great. The only thing is, she doesn’t stop when she gets to 100 metres.

She keeps going. It looks like the broom is intent on flying all the way to the moon. I watch as Mum gets smaller and smaller and further and further away.

Eventually the broom slows and straightens and Mum gets ready to perform a figure of eight.

Which she does.

It’s not the best figure of eight I’ve ever seen. But it’s not bad.

Then she does another. 

And another.

She keeps doing them.

I don’t think she’s doing them on purpose.

Even from this distance, it’s obvious that Mum is hanging onto the broomstick for dear life.

I am dizzy watching her.

All of a sudden, the broom stops, turns and starts descending at a furious pace. Much faster than eighty-eight kilometres an hour, I’d say.

Just as the broom – and Mum – are about to crash-land at the bottom of the garden, the broomstick skids to a halt and Mum flies over the top of it and lands in Gran’s compost heap.

‘Mum!’ I rush towards her. She sits up, spitting a cabbage stalk out of her mouth.

‘Did I do alright?’ she asks. I pull her up and she staggers about a little. We both turn to look at Mr Pincer.

‘I do not think I have ever seen such a display in my life,’ he says, his mouth tight with disapproval.

‘I know,’ says Mum, still out of breath. ‘Twenty figures of eight. I’m amazed I didn’t throw up. Do I get extra points for that I wonder?’

Mr Pincer’s face reddens like he’s about to explode. He glares down the line of the Corrections Committee. The six wizened warlocks look back at him. ‘Well?’ he snaps, raising his eyebrows in a question. The same small, frail wizard at the top of the line takes a step forward and clears his throat. But this time, instead of addressing Mr Pincer, he turns to Mum and smiles.

That’s when I know.

That Mum has done alright.

In fact, she has done better then alright. 

She has done brilliantly.
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The next morning, I walk to school with a heavy heart, dragging my feet all the way there.

I should be thinking about Mum and what a great job she did at the assessment. Okay, she just scraped a pass but we celebrated like she had scored sixteen out of sixteen.

But all I can think about is Miss Flint.

There’s no way she didn’t see me and Tanya in the forest last night.

There’s no way she didn’t know it was us. 

I walk through the village towards school. Everything is so familiar to me now, here in Rocky Hollow. I walk past the post office, the sweet shop, the library, the greengrocer’s, two hairdresser’s, the chemist and the ancient cemetery behind the stone church with the tall steeple. I cross the village green flanked by weeping willows and sycamore trees.

I try to swallow the lump in my throat. 

I like it here.

I like living in Rocky Hollow.

I mean, no, I don’t particularly like having Miss Flint as a teacher but I could put up with that to have everything else. If I get expelled from school, Mr Pincer will insist on moving us out of Rocky Hollow.

‘Wanda!’

I look up and there’s Tanya, on her bike with her tie crooked and her socks falling down her skinny legs and her headscarf a bright snatch of scarlet silk.

I examine Tanya’s face but there’s no trace of worry on any of it. Just her usual cheerful grin.

‘You ready to face the dragon?’ asks Tanya, nodding towards the school gates.

‘No,’ I say, trying to swallow the lump in my throat.

‘Don’t worry,’ says Tanya, jumping off her bike and grinning at me.

‘Why not?’ I ask with a very worried face. 

Tanya shrugs. ‘It won’t do any good,’ she says. 

I have to admit she has a point.

Tanya hooks her arm through mine and we march through the gates together.

Inside the classroom, we sit beside each other and take out our books. Tanya arranges hers in the usual precarious pile at the very edge of her desk.

Miss Flint appears at the doorway of the classroom and glares at me and Tanya. ‘You two,’ she says, pointing a long, bony finger at us. ‘Into my office. IMMEDIATELY.’

We follow her out the door, hurrying to keep up.

You can tell how mad she is by how fast she walks.

She’s pretty mad. We arrive at her office.

‘Don’t even think about denying anything,’ snarls Miss Flint, sitting behind her desk and crossing her arms. ‘I know you were there last night. In the forest. The two of you. What have you got to say for yourselves?’

I have no idea how to answer the question.

Tanya does. She smiles at Miss Flint. ‘We were in our beds last night,’ she says in a voice that’s as sweet as Gran’s mango jam. ‘Ask our mothers.’

‘Liars,’ roars Miss Flint, banging the flat of her hand against her desk.

‘You were trespassing on private land, breaking and entering, damaging property, stealing, terrorising poor Angel …’

She lists our crimes on her long, bony fingers. then she leans across her desk with a smirk. ‘You girls leave me no choice but to expel you from this school.’

‘No,’ cries Tanya, looking worried for the first time. ‘Please, Miss Flint, don’t …’

Miss Flint shakes her head. ‘My mind is made up,’ she says.

I try to say something that will change her mind. It’s no use. I can’t think of anything. I push my hands into the pockets of my school coat so Miss Flint can’t see how much they’re shaking.

I feel something at the bottom of one of the pockets.

It’s the piece of bark from Mum’s elm tree. The one she planted the day I was born. I grip it in my hand and tighten my fingers around the wood, like Mum does before she casts a spell.

But I can’t cast a spell.

If I could, I’d probably go for the Mind-Swipe Spell. That’s what’s needed here. What were the words? Something about an elephant. How to make an elephant forget.

Ready. 

Set.
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Tête-à-tête. 

Ivory trunk. 

Memories sunk.

To the bottom of the sea. 

No more memory.

Watery bed. 
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Dream instead.

Wake up, sleepy head. 

Something like that.

There is a loud bang. It sounds like a pile of Tanya’s books hitting the classroom floor.

I jump.

‘Take your hands out of your pockets this instant, Wanda Broom,’ shouts Miss Flint. ‘And don’t you dare mumble under your breath.’

My eyes fly open. I loosen my grasp on the elm bark and pull my hands out of my pockets.

‘Sorry, Miss Flint,’ I say.

‘What’s going on?’ says Miss Flint, blinking all of a sudden, like someone shone a torch in her eyes.

‘Are you alright, Miss Flint?’ I ask.

‘Of course I’m alright, girl,’ she says. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ But her voice is not its usual knife-edge sharp. ‘What are you two troublemakers doing in my office?’ she demands, pointing at us and glaring. Tanya looks at me and I look at her.

Then Tanya grins. ‘You read our project on the sickle-pickle cactus and you wanted to tell us how brilliant it is. Remember?’ she says.

‘Really?’ says Miss Flint, her forehead wrinkling in confusion. ‘That does not sound like something I would say.’

‘We were surprised too,’ says Tanya. ‘And delighted of course. To get a Distinction means so much to both of us and …’

‘Anyway,’ I say, ‘you’re right, Miss Flint. We should get back to class, shouldn’t we, Tanya?’

‘What? Oh, yes, yes, we should,’ says Tanya. We walk backwards towards the door.

When we are safely out of Miss Flint’s office and most of the way down the corridor, Tanya stops and turns to me. ‘Did you … cast a spell on Miss Flint?’

‘No!’ I say.

‘I saw your mouth moving, like your mum’s does when she’s incanting a spell,’ says Tanya. ‘And then … Miss Flint forgot all about us, trespassing, breaking and entering, damaging property, stealing. Oh, and terrorising poor Angel of course.’



[image: image]

‘If I did, I didn’t mean to,’ I say, looking up and down the corridor, making sure no one can hear me.

‘I think it’s brilliant,’ says Tanya, taking my hand and pulling me down the corridor towards our classroom. ‘Having a witch for a friend.’

‘I am NOT a witch,’ I say.

Tanya turns to me, her pupils widening. ‘Do you think you could teach me to fly a broomstick?’

‘No!’

‘Just kidding,’ says Tanya. ‘I’m scared of heights.’

I can’t believe Tanya is scared of anything. 

And I can’t believe what just happened.

Did I put a spell on Miss Flint? If I did, I didn’t mean to.

Am I a witch?

I certainly hope not.

Although I suppose it would have its uses. 

If I was a witch.

Which I’m not.

I’m just an ordinary schoolgirl … right?
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